


AHEAD OF HIS TIME 


h Arnold T. Schwab 



Port rail of on eccentric genius, born 100 years ago 
whose inventions ushered in the electrons age . 
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I.^Ll al™ conducEt-i pkmeoHns fxperirrxn^ with mechanical 
v 1 (iradons. One of Ehcse produced a juinif Ln the tieiRhhnrhood 
, . kbamlory and almrvHl r*mlt«( in a nt*»tn>phc; FElk om!]- 

Intor-mduced vbmivm riimk „EI rhe *utoi.ndmg building ho 
U nk-ntly, knocking out rlutnka of plaster Jinrj dm tiering window*. 
(ill people hi mimed out of lhom t (earing n n earthquake. Fwmilinr 
Willi the atnilgti ncsrrj-; Jhrjt wen always rmanJitinp} from Tesla's 
liilmmloryp police oft™ from headquarters amtiml ihn comer 
w * h ™ jusi in time to tee a tall, ,taimt 

-rruishmn a small iron cwilrapinm with n hammer. A\ nrUA 
1,1 R ludiet and unaware of what wnu. happanitig empiric Tf , In 
linrt suddenly realised that the vibration* inside the buliding w . n . 
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Kttr.hK nut ol control and that only the immediate destruction 
ol the (wciltalor would slop them, 

Dunn.lt the Spruitth-American War, when everyone waa tHiltine 
hmeiiuL’* great nival victory, Tesla *hi^l a remarkable 
firm-net ration at Madison Square Garden, lit quipped a model 
with radio P^uipmml, placed it in a large rAnk built in Ih* 

i enter of the um, and hlaried. scored and lighted the --^ 

by remote control. T^la hoped that eKLa mvmtion would be 
u .cd to make man's life aaaler - not to md it, If there had to 

Sf 7 "- hc <*» hflV <f **«n> tohKht by robots instead of men. 

Neither the ^ or Depurtmeni nor Wnrnjcrdal mnrrrns, however, 
iffljk any Interest; again TMn w» too far ahoud of his time. 
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previously thought n. . tat iUcintl. Kdfam stiraet^l h’dlinnL 

wunt-jatc*, delegated i r~,fMMNibiHly re, ihini and Ktimulnlcd ilidr 
'" st tffwris; Testa wan a Inni wall, -a] Proliant. Mara 

important, Erilson was cmnniitted to ilinn-t ntmnt, idilrh ua* 
lrtwl '« Ih* InotTflesfwt lam|^ h*> inecnicd and lighted. I Wl * 
no future in nltrrmitinn current unci reflLSttl fn listen to Twin's 
id*** a I mut it. 

Tiio darkest vonr In Twin'* tile 1n?pnn in the sprinE of 1330, 
he w-jk farced to work rm a common lalMirer - (he only jab 
he could get. Finally, hnweter, Kg perouaded a few men lo hack 
him, end in April ]kh 7 hi- uju-nod a him ns lory in M-inhatrem, 
Thon suddenly his fortune* changed: His polyphase AC machinery 
™ built. totted and patented l>cfore the end of the vt-ar, On 
SUy 5&, IMA. he delivered n rta&ic lecture before the American 
institute of Electrical Engineers, and fn the same year George 
Uc-MnghouRO tidton's competitor, paid T^la $ 1 , 000.(100 plus 
royal tits (which Twin generously waited later. when Waling- 
Iiou^ w** in financial difficulties) for the patent riphts to his 
motor, Considering the number of patent* involved and the use 
they were put to, (he price Vtt cheap. 

Money was never Tcflln'* main interest. Indeed, after a diiP 
agrtcnwrjt w-ith Wratinghousa engineer*, he turned down an offer 
of $24,000 a year, one-third of (he net income of (he Wesljnchousu 
L-omjHiny, and his own laboratory-, He could have mode a fortune 
if he had wanted to exploit even a few or his lesser inventions. 
It is estimated, ton. that his waiver of the royalty provision of 
his contract with Westjnghousc cost, him SIWOC.OOO, 

The iS90s were Tesla's palmiest period. He could now arm- 
cent rate on research, and his spectacular experiments with high* 
freq;ucney and high-potential currents astounded en.giuwn:n*. Uni¬ 
versities and teamed societies uf two continents begged him to 
lecture, frv London and Paris, where he spokt- before distmguiahod 
scientists, he was greeted as a hero. New York dowagers constantly 
entertained the dapper. eligible bachelor, but no woman ever 
played an important port in his life. Invcntoro. he once said, were 
too intense and parts ion* te to give theruKelvcs to women; it thev 
did. they would give all and would have nothing left for their 
work. It has been said that he was the only man who ever picked 
up and returned, without ei word, a handkerchief dropped by 
Sarah Bernhardt. 

Uke the H divine Sarah: 1 Testa bad a flair for the dramatic. 
He liked to entertain his guests hy taking them to his laboratory 
end performing fantastic fenUof (lamp anti color with his grotesque 
machine*. One of his favorite devices was to permit hundreds of 
thousand* or volts of electricity to pass through hi* body and 
light an Object in his bund - without harm to himself, of course. 

^ et ^e ^ad 11 healthy r«|nvj for elect rid ty, and when working 
with potentially dangerous circuits he always kept one hand in 
his pocket so that the current could not pans thrau«h both arms 
end strike (he heart. In hts entire career he was injured only once. 

Tb OttMnrt time for nwenreh. Ttsdn eventualJy curtailed h is 
social activities and Ltd an increasingly aolilary life, Hi* idiosyn- 
erasiisi became more marked. B«*um of hi* gem phohin. for 
example, he always discarded gloves after wearing them for a 
week; he used handkiTehtefR and collars only once- At dinner, 
which he Almost invariably ate alone, he demanded two dozen 
napkins, with which he cleaned i-ach dish and piece of silverware. 
He carefully avoided shaking hands with anyone. 

He shun Red coffee, tea and cocoa, which he considered harmful, 
hut drank whiskey, believing that it gave him energy and pro- 
longed hj.s life, Prohibition, he remarked, would prevent him from 
living longer than 130 years. He claimed [hut h* never got to 
bed irefore n.m, or ulcpt more than (wo hours a night. 

Later, when he used an office during the day, he required that 


nil i hr shades lie drawn because he felt he did his beat w-ork Mt or 
dark. Tile only time he allowed them to lie raised wo# during n 
ligli(nillg sfrnrl, when he would lie on a Couch near the 0]K’J1 
window, miking excitedly ro himself - perhaps envying the pOWer 
of nature. 

Tula's two greatest momenta of triumph came in (ho tflfffK 
In 1393 ihe public hml it* firat took at polyphase alicmnehi; 
ciirreni. when VVndinghouiw used it to light and power (he Chicago 
World"* Pair. Three years later Wcstitiffhouw and Central Electric 

I Edison * old company, now won over to AC), working together 

ami using Tada's ™>scem, completed the gigantic project of iran* 
mitlin K i^swer from Niagara Falls to Huff* In. a dudonre 

of 22 miles Edison had lay-n able to deliver direct current over 

II distance of only one mile. The ago of mae- production based 
on cheap electricity had begun, (hanks to Tesla. 

Meanwhile, on the night of March 13, tS9,'i. just when lie wn. 
uhoui to make an im|Kirtnnt demonstration of witeles* cemmu- 
niemion. a fire destroyed everything in Twift'a unin^irtsJ Inborn- 
[nry: apparatus, r^rodn. pn|H-r>, mi-mcntos- ih L - work of a IJh- 
lime. li practically wiped him out. Hut financier* come In hi* 
aid, un i within n few mooths ho had *c( up another lalwralory. 



though he turned down an ofler which would have tiroughc him 
(he full Rupert of J. P. Morgan. Tesla was too nhsorbed in his 
inventions to worry almut future mxxls; eventually, he thought, 
he would make the mil linn* hw (dots were worth. 

Throughout the rest of (he decade Tesla concentrated on wire- 
iettt communication. By 1S90 he had invented the first electronic 
tube designed fur use m a detector in a j“ J( dio nyatcm. the fore¬ 
runner of the modem detecting and amplifying tulie; now he 
niK'cced.-d in constructing a transmitter along with a rewiver 
ihmt w-as sefwiiivc to it* aignaLi over a distance of 25 miles 
Palenrs he obtained in \M 7 Contain d^riptiuns of all the btuae 
(EioiLur^ of radio hroadcrarting und receiving circuits in use today, 

HtP ideas and their practical applicatioriK were seemingly in¬ 
exhaustible. One of hit most noglccted inventions, atitl Urnui^t 
was a carbon-1 m I ton lamp which gave 20 time* rotire light, for 
the same amount of current, than Edison's incnndracent filament 
lamp, Anri Teal* 1 * discovery of high-velocity cosmic rays antieh 
Jiare-d a Whole- new area nf research which would culminate m 
yrara later in ihv work of Millikan and Compton. 
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His peil important project (he wrirkai on many firablcmii 
*iim>LUn*oudy) ws* to build JI hlghpowi wd broadcasting tiatbn 
(Saflt would ptrmjl (he world wide distribution 1 . 1 1 power by wiretc** 
mothodfi, Tcsln choughs <racreerly li that the earth ™ elerlrically 
charged, At Culorndn Spring* he not up it plant tb.it would add 
to the oarthii ehurge so that electricity could In- transport*! 
anywhere on the earth's surface without the me of conduit, pok* 
or wires. ft was an Olympian concept Tesla considered ihew 
eicpaiiment* a surety hui unfortunately he left almost no written 
records about them; he carried everything in his head until hei 
coidd complete the project - but he never did, 
r lo facilitate this wireless-power project and an equally atuggpr- 
inf venture, the tmilding nf tv world broadcasting station, in liHW) 
Tetila undertook to construct a radio rlty on Lons Inland, Many 
pttJple thought he wu erajy, hut J, p, Morgan, who knew what 
Treia r had accomplished mth AC. privately supported him with 
gilta which eventually iota ten severe) hundred thousand dollars. 
This enabled Ttsla to build a isawerhouric and labor* Eon,- and 
to begin construction of ■ grotesque-looking brun deflating tower, 
nome 150 feet high, capped with □ giant copper hemisphere. 

fn 1905, however, Tesla went bank ru pi and wu forced to doae 
his laboratory before he could complete the tower or Isegin broad 
resting. He managed to pay all bis creditors hut made no attempt 
to collect the royalties that the manufacturers of the coils he had 
invented - w known as Testa coils - should haw paid him. 

The reaf of bis long life «« an anticlimax. The miLtions he 
expected to make never materialized because he could not pet, 
the backing he needed to develop his grandiose, fnntnstic■»und jng 
ideas. He continued to work on all kinds of inventiorw (one of 
the moat Important w nn a rotary turbine engine) hut few u f them 
were successful, 

A well deserved honor wemed to be coming to him in 19)2, 
when it was announced that he and Edison had been chosen In 
shore the Nobel prize for physic*. Despite hi* need for money, 
however, Tb«te refused the award *nd the $20,000 that went with 
it. He felt (hut Edison wan an ‘'inventor" white he himself was a 
"discoverer;' and that to accept Ihe prise would confuse Hie cate* 
goriw. Then, too. he resented the fact that Marconi (whose work 
C& radio 'FeaLa had aru k-ipniial) bad received the same honor throe 
yerni before it was ofTered to him. 

In ISt i Testa wan offered the Edison medal, given each year 
by the American Institute of Electrical Engineers for outstanding 
contribution* to electrical art and science. Again he declined be* 
reuse he believed that the recognition had been loo long delayed 
(30 years had passed, after all, since he had announced hi* AC 
system) and because he felt that the richly rewarded Edison 
would hank in reflected glory since the medal bore his name. 
Though Tesla wu finally persuaded to accept the honor, he oknoftt 
roisaed the j ■ risen mti cm ceremony when he dipped sway afier (he 
banquet to fet'd the pigeons around ihe New York Public I ntry. 
During the 1920k the aging Tcsbt w.i* almost forgotten. He 
™ fUU inventing, hut he found himself caught in a vicious 
-^tte: He wanted to keep hb; dUcov«i« secret until hi had ob¬ 
tained patents, hut he would nut apply for patent* until he had 
made actual working models, and he could not afford to make 
the medals. Sometimes he wu hard pul to meet his personal 
CT-penastt* and al one period he had to move from hoi el to hotel 
because he was unable to pay bis rent. Hut hv remained optimistic 
and cheerful. He uw-d to say thet no one could understand how 
much saliafaction he received from knowing that the products 
Of hte hntin had benefited man. 

fn the lff30s the startling announcement rhflf Te^k had invented: 
a dealh ray sent reporters scurrving to interview him As early 
as the previous decade he had predicted i without foreseeing ihe 


atomic bomb) that in a few years il would he possible for nations 
to fight wars with weapons whose destructive action and range 
would have virtually nn limit. TesJn implied, now. that he held 
devised a combination wiretewi-p#iTCr (rrmpmijwion and death ray 
whu h wctB Uiyond anyone s wildest dreams. He never wv wlw| 
the prindpte or which his device was based, hut the United States 
fliwerament (which hod Apparently ignored the military possi¬ 
bilities of Tesla h s invimtionp} took no chance* during World Wor li. 
A few bouiw after Trala riled. FBI agents came to his room, opened 
his wfe and removed the paper* ii contained to nee tf they dead 
with any siviei wmpere What wa.h found bus never liven revealed. 

In I9J5 Tesla ckirmil I ha I ho had developed a method for 
interplanetary communication thm would allow the triuwnksioa 
of huge amounts Of energy. Perhaps that ia why it was miRgLKttd 
not long ngn, now that spa™ travel has become a dintjnet possi 
iilUty, that the find space station be named for him. Again, he 
bfl no record of hU interstellar ihcorics nr experiment*. 

Thu last bn If- dozen years of bin hie were made easier by a 
?i200 yearly grant from the YugONlav govemmeob which had 
established ih Bdgratle the Teslo Institute, a research tahomtory 
opened in 1936 in honor of Tesla a 50th birthday, 



Still, he flomulijnra goi behind with his hotel bill*, oiton laecause 
of bi.s generosity to those who did him even the alightart service 
or who appealed to him for help. 

The softest side of hi* nature _ wan reserved fur the pigeon* 
which he fed almosl daily. Fpw people knew that the elderly man 
in the old-faith toned clothes, who scattered birdiml on the pnounds 
ai the New- York Public Library or St, Patrick's Cathedra], wan the 
once famouM 'I'isIe. If he w : ls unable to make hi« usual rounds, he 
would hire n Western Union mewnfor boy to fml the htrtlit. 
Whim the hotel managi*meml objected to the dirt brought hy the 
flocks of pigi-ons. which had fiat- entry to his room, he moved. 

Not long Itu-fore hi* death, wltieh occurred On Jnnunry 1< 1943, 
hr confessed rn an old friend that for one particular piget^n (n 
pure-white one wit Is light-gray tsppi nn ito wings! he had fell Else 
kind Ol love a man hid* tOWaifd a woman. He had Icri il and 
nonsed it when it woa smk, and when ii tlied, he knew ihnt h- 
own wxrk was fimibed. Thus Nikola T^ia had made the 
discovery of hLs fahuhnu career - that man, even „ iuixrmiin or 
sden™. cannot ini-it without 6nvo. + 
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